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A brief history of Villa Gamberaia 
 
The Villa Gamberaia is located on the hillside of Settignano, with extraordinary views of 
Florence and the surrounding Arno valley. It  is renowned for its splendid gardens, which are 
celebrated throughout the world by leading landscape architects and garden historians. 
 
The villa was completed in the early seventeenth century by the Florentine noble Zanobi Lapi 
in the Tuscan style, and combines interesting architectural features of both an urban palazzo 
and suburban villa. In the 18 C, the property belonged to the Marchesi Capponi, and by that 
time the house and gardens had acquired the characteristic elements seen in the famous 
engraving by Giuseppe Zocchi (1744): the cypress allée, bowling green, nymphaeum, grotto 
garden, boschi, parterre and lemon terrace. 
 
At the end of the nineteenth century, Princess Giovanna Ghika began the transformation of the 
parterre de broderie into the beautiful parterre d'eau, enclosed at its southern end by a 
majestic cypress arcade. Elegant expressions of topiary art were created by the American-born 
Mathilda Ledyard Cass, Baroness von Ketteler, in the following decades. After the Second 
World War, the villa became the property of Marcello Marchi and then of his heirs Luigi Zalum 
and family, who have continued the work of restoration and conservation. 
 
The plan of the Gamberaia… combines in an astonishingly small space, yet without the least 
sense of overcrowding, almost every typical excellence of the old Italian garden: free 
circulation of sunlight and air about the house; abundance of water; easy access to dense 
shade; sheltered walks with different points of view; variety of effect produced by the skilful 
use of different levels; and, finally, breadth and simplicity of composition... 
Edith Wharton, Italian Villas and their Gardens, New York, 1904  
 
Pietro Porcinai was Italy's most distinguished garden designer of the twentieth century. He was 
born in Settignano (Florence) and grew up in the ambience of Villa Gamberaia, where his 
father was a head gardener. He gained a diploma in agriculture in 1928 and left for northern 
Europe where he worked for a few years. In Belgium he met the new tendention of the 
"constructed garden" and in Germany, was influenced by Fritz Enchke and Karl Foerster. He 
started to practise in 1931.  
Pietro Porcinai was one of the founders of International Federation of Landscape Architects in 
1948 and two years later, he founded with Raffaele Vico and Michele Bussini the Italian 
Association of Landscape Architects (now AIAPP). Porcinai saw his method as the creation of 
garden spaces with plants, rather than architecture. There is 1318 projects in his archive - 
private gardens, public parks, motorways, urban spaces, which reveal that his deep 
understanding of modern design was never surrended. In 1957 Porcinai bought Villa Rondinelli 
on a Fiesole hillside where he worked and lived until his death in 1986 
 
